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On February 16, 1&52, the Daily Alta California contained the following notice: 

* 

UNITED STATES ASSAY OFFICE. - A Card. - Curtis, Perry & Ward 
beg leave to inform the public that the "Contract for Smelting and 
Assaying Gold in California, authorized by Act of Congress," held 
by the late firm of Moffat & Co., has been transferred and continued 
to them by the Treasury Department. 

(I ll 

Sane time later, apparently after the issue of the perfect date 1852 AUGUSTUS HUMBERT Eagle, 


Poac.tc.L^y' 

Curtis, Perry & Ward decided to conduct operations under the modified name of the Unite d 


States Assay Offi ce of Gold. Obviously, the new partners wanted to strengthen first by re- 
organization of their firm, and later by name, their prerogative to operate as an authorized 


* government establishment, utilizing a Treasury Department appointed assayer, and to issue 

gold coins and ingots bearing the stamp and devices of the United States. 

Early in the Tall of 1852, the coins, "coin ingots" (slugs) and of the Assay Office 


were refused at the Custom House in San Francisco, and much confusion and embarrassment to 


a 

business ensued. On September 1|, 1852, the Treasury Department informed Mr. King, the Collector 

of the Port of San Francisco, that the authority previously given him to receive the gold issues 

* • 

of the Assay Office in payment of dues to the Government, was revoked. This action of the 
Treasury Department, was based upon the second section of the Civil and Diplomatic bill, ap- 
proved August 31> 1852, by the Congress. Actually, this move of the Treasury Department and 
the enactment of the bill upon which it was based, was caused bv a combination of legal con- 
fusion and petty Whig, Democrat politics. After much discussion and considerable correspondence, 
it was decided that if the United States Assay Office of Gold issued coins and ingots to con- 
form with the IT. S. Mint Standard of 900 thousandths, such a soi-nafft i could, in effect, continue 
as legal tender and be acceptable for all payments and dues to the U. S. Government. 

This arrangement, was more or less an uneasy truce. The United States Assay Office of Gold 
was considered by everyone concerned a temporary substitute for a U. S. branch mint. The prob- 
lem of meeting with the Mint Standard (and U. S. Coinage laws) continued to be solved by the 
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Assay Office in 1853, by the issuing of gold of 900/1000 fineness; only a meagre quantity G& 
of 1853 gold bore the stamp "88h Thous." Early in 1853, the United States Assay Office of Gold 
revised its percentage charge on coining gold and announced that $10 and $20 pieces could be 

had just about as cheaply as could the same anount in fifty dollar slugs* This, in effect, was 
the end of the relatively unpopular Octagons. The monthly report submitted (until the end of 

1853) by the Assay Office of Gold to the Treasury Department, indicated that approximately 
23,800 fifty dollar ’’coin ingots’* or slugs were coined from January 3, to February 21, l853j 
and none thereafter, for the reason just given. There is no doubt that the fifty dollar pieces 
struck in January and February, 1853, in quantity, were the octagonal ones from dies dated 

1852, 900 Thous. 

Edgar H. Adams, on p. 50 of his Private Gold Coinage .of California , Part II, reproduced 
the *'new tariff of coinage recently issued by the Assay Office," from a San Francisco news- 
paper. This is the table of rates referred to above, where the Assay Office of Gold revised 
its percentage charge breakdown, making the lower denominations lower in cost for a given 

k//9>s c- <f 

amount. The figure given "For melting and assaying into bars" 33 . 1%, This percentage 
the lowest basic service fee of the United States Assay Office of Gold, would indicate that 
ingpts or bars, while possessing little popularity in comparison with coin or "coin ingots," 
were an attractive proposition price-wise. On this basis, if no other, bars were manufactured 
and issued, at least in moderate quantity. Notice of the dissolution o^ U of fat & r o«, as pub- 
lished in the San Francisco Herald . Feb. 16, 1852, mentioned that the newly formed firm of 
Curtis, Perry & Ward (U. S. Assay Office of Gold), would issue high denomination bars, as 
well as the lesser denomination items long familiar to collectors. The notice read in part: 
"The following denominations of coin are now authorized to be issued by the Treasury Depart- 
ment from the Assay Office: Ten Dollars, Twenty Dollars, and Fifty Dollars; also bars of 
Five Hundred Dollars and One Thousand Dollars..,." That these high denomination bars were 
issued and used we have little doubt, but chances are none have survived to this day. How- 
ever, we now do know that lesser denomination bars were made and issued, ranging in marked 
value from $7.26 (an USAO of Gold "Assay Conversion Ingot") to $200 (a standard issue, the 

Off tVOM )Al C tCASOtosAjj FOtt. t/SS~ 

highest drirn"'] un 4- irn unit^ intended —tsfmd . as mmwyy bearing the stamp of the United 

States) . 
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Research in the National Archives, conducted for a period of several years, has unearthed 
data concerning the Provisional Mint at San Francisco under both Moffat & Co. and Curtis, 

Perry & Ward, unknown to Edgar H. Adams or any other authority heretofore. Perhaps the most 
startling fact revealed is that the United States Assay Office of Gold issued bars (as dif- 
ferentiated from the officially used term of ingots for coin and "coin ingots") from Oct. 1, 
1852 to the end of October, 1853, which confirms conclusions independently reached by research 
and discoveries in the field. These bars were clearly called such in the reports from San 
Francisco to Washington; the actual denominations were never specified. 

Amounts issued, by the month, were tabulated as follows: 

Oct. 1852 $300,275.21 April, 1853 $609,229.78 

Nov. 313,0^3.1)0 May 555, 3UU.93 

Dec. 331,999.66 Total $945, 318.27 June 687,561.02 

July li3U ,657 .Bit 

Jan. 1853 262,527.66 Aug. 327,856.15 

Feb. 340,848.13 Sept. 61*7,11*3.15 

Mar. 298,295.14* Oct. 856,014.24 Total $5,019,478.34 

The total figure of almost Six Millions of dollars for the thirteen month period is highly 
significant, as is the odd amounts reported each month. 

Probably the most revealing series of discoveries in the long history of American Numisma- 
tics took place within recent years, through contact being made with a direct descendant of an 
employee of the United States Assay Office of Gold. This gentleman, now in his eighties, re- 
vealed that his great-uncle, while associated with Augustus Humbert, managed to secure a high- 
ly representative grouping of the produce of the Assay Office of Gold, including several 
pattern pieces, and even trial strikes in silver, copper and lead. Apparently, at the closing 
of the Provisional Mint at San Francisco, before its reopening as a branch mint, this Curtis, 
Perry & Ward employee took with him many remainders, those that were not destroyed or returned 
to the parent mint at Philadelphia. 

We have been informed that this direct descendant of a San Francisco Pioneer coiner turned 
in a large quantity of common U. S. Assay Office double eagles in 1933, and distributed some 
of the better specimens to friends and relatives. Many of the latter have been traced down, 
and are here reported for the first time. Much research has yet to be done concerning the 
myriad activities of the United States Assay Office of Gold, as indicated by these fabulous 
discoveries, and by the unique run of Moffat & Co. and Assay Office trial pieces in the 
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Joseph C. Mitchelson collection, located in the Connecticut State Library, Hartford, Conn. 

Also, the lot of dies, reported by Adams to be "in the Philadelphia Mint cabinet," on p. 106 
of his Privat e Cold Coinage of Californ ia, Part IV, should be re-examined in this connection. 

The United States Provisional Mint, operated under contract by Curtis, Perry & Ward, was 
a large and extensive operation, as shown by a reference to it in the Daily Alta Californ ia, 
of March 2, 1853: "The machinery made use of by Messrs. Curtis, Perry & Ward is of the same 
description, made by the same mechanics, and is as perfect in all its parts, as that of the 
United States Mint at Philadelphia. The capacity of their press is such as to enable them to 
coin $360,000 in $10 pieces and $720,000 in $20 pieces per day, and it keeps up with their 
facilities for drawing, cutting, and adjusting by being worked only a few hours per day. The 
mechanical execution of the coin itself is fully equal to that of the United States M int, as 
will be seen by a comparison of the coins. Too much credit cannot be awarded to Messrs. Curtis, 
Perry & Ward for the radical change in the facilities for coinage offered by them to the people 
of this State while at the same time it is advantageous to them personally." Flattering reports 

(= VfcArruj? c<_V 

of this caliber, undoubtedly did much to assist the two surviving members of the firm to sell 

a 

their establishment to the Federal government at a price far in excess of its then recog- 
nized value. 

The Act authorizing the establishment of the San Francisco Branch Mint was passed by Con- 

r~ 

gress on July 3* 1852. A date was set for the submission of contract proposals, but since no 

n 

agreement was made within the advertised date, it was extended on March 3* 1803* Finally, the 
contract was given to a Mr. Butler, at his bid of $239*000. It was subsequently bought by Ur. 
Curtis, under which the mint building on Commercial Street was conveyed to the United States 
for the sum of $285,000. This amount included about $25*000. for additions and extensions to 
the west side of the original structure, which originally was forty feet wide and sixty feet 

deep. The Assay Office mint was erected in the latter part of 1850, and was of brick, 

o 

three stories high, covered with cement and fireproofed. Mr. Curtis attended to the renova- 
tion of the building, while Mr. Perry made the arrangements for an additional $50,000. worth 
of machinery. Partner Ward had meanwhile died. The old Provisional Mint went into operation 
as the United States Branch Mint at San Francisco on April 3rd, and commenced striking double 
eagles, of the national design, on April 15* 185U. The first Superintendent of the Mint was 
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L. A. Birdsall, appointed to the office in June, 18^3. John Huston was the first minter, and 

U/v/r&o 

A. Haraszthy, the first assayer. The original Moffat & Co. Assay Office continued as the !J. S. 

n 

branch mint from 185U to 187U. In the latter year, the Commercial Street establishment was 
reconstructed for the Sub-Treasury and other goverment offices. The old mint, site was oc- 
cupied as a Sub— Treasury from October, 1877 > to April 18, 1906, when the building was finally 
destroyed in the famous San Francisco earthquake and fire* 


/ 
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SAN * FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA 

UNITED STATES ASSAY OFFICE OF GOLD 

Dec. 2-3, Ig&l 

- Dec. lU, 1853 

(under Federal Contract with CURTIS, PERRY & WARD) 

AUGUSTUS HUMBERT, U. S. AS3AYER 

On February 16, 1852, the Daily Alta Californ ia contained the following notice: 

UNITED STATES ASSAY OFFICE. - A Card, - Curtis, Perry & Ward 
beg leave to inform the public that the ' Contract; for Smelting and 
Assaying Gold in California, authorized ly Act, of Congress-,- 45 held 
by the late firm of Moffat &'Co., has been transferred and continued 
to them by the Treasury Department. 

. 

Some time later, apparently after the issue of the perfect date 1852 AUGUSTUS HUMBERT' Eagle, 

Curtis, Perry & Ward decided to conduct operations under the modified name of the Unite d 

/) 

States Ass ay Offi ce of Gol d. Obviously, the new partners wanted to strengthen first by re- 

pKtc: /2.a c; „? rv re- 
organization of their firm, and later by name, their prerogative to operate as an authorized 

government establishment, utilizing a Treasury Department appointed assayer, and to issue 

gold coins and ingots bearing the stamp and devices of the United States. 

Early in the fall of 1852, the coins, "coin ingots" (slugs) and ssgstas- of the Assay Office 

were refused at the Custom House in San Francisco, and much confusion and embarrassment to 

v 

business ensued. On September It, 1852, the Treasury Department informed Mr. King, the Collector 
of the Port of San Francisco, that the authority previously given him to receive the gold issues 
of the Assay Office in payment of dues to the Government, was revoked. This action of the 
Treasury Department, was based upon the second section of the Civil and Diplomatic bill, ap- 
proved August 31, 1852, by the Congress. Actually, this move of the Treasury Department and 
the enactment of the bill upon which it was based, was caused by a combination of legal con- 
fusion and petty Whig, Democrat politics. After much discussion and considerable correspondence, 
jf it was decided that if the United States Assay Of fice of Gold issued coins and ingots to con- 
form with the U. S. Mint Standard of 900 thousandths, such a could, in effect, continue 

as legal tender and be acceptable for all payments and dues to the U. S. Government. 

This arrangement, was more or less an uneasy truce. The United States Assay Office of Gold 
was considered by everyone concerned a temporary substitute for a IT. S. branch mint. The prob- 
lem of meeting with the Mint Standard (and U. S. Coinage laws) continued to be solved by the 



mint of THE UNITED states, 
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UNITED STATES ASSAY OFFICE 

Oeo. 22 . 18^1 
Feb. 1, 1851 - 36b. 16, 


(under Federal Contract with MOFFAT & Co.) 


AUGUSTUS HU! BERT, U. S. ASSAYER 


Early in 1850, New York and California representatives in Congress attempted to have 
branches of the United States Mint established in their respective cities. When it became 
obvious that there was little or no chance of passing this branch mint bill, the first 
session of the 31st Congress, on September 30, 1850, created a temporary or provisional 
mint in San Francisco, with the support of the entire Californian congressional delegation. 
This establishment, called the Unite d States Assay Office, was created as a compromise en- 
tity, to take the place of a regular government branch mint, and its creation was supported 
by the western congressmen only when it became evident that the bill for a California mint 
could not be quickly passed. 

Congress, in its action, authorized the Secretary of the Treasury to contract with "some 
well-established works now in successful operation in California" to manufacture gold ingots 
with the fineness and value stamped thereon, under supervision of an officer styled "United 
States Assayer" who would be appointed for that purpose. Moffat & Co., of San Francisco, com- 
posed of John L. Moffat, J. R. Curtis, P. H. Perry, and S. H. Ward, the most reputable assay- 
ers and private coiners in the new state, received the Treasury Department contract. Augustus 
Humbert, a New York City watch case maker, was appointed United States Assayer. The Moffat 
firm, upon securing the government minting franchise, immediately ceased the manufacture of 

their own private coins, and made arrangements for larger quarters and facilities to acccmmo- 

7 mouth «s/o«r op Co^t^rer/c. o "9c. 

date the contemplated increase in business. They obtained a site on Street, A**/ 

/99ouT */xry PetST ^tzsr- op Pfo*/7fo+re*i>' •^hm.ctnz 

^y... ^ i and commenced production on January 30th or 31st, 1851, 

a day or so before the announced opening of the United States Assay Office. 

It is agreed, by most authorities, that U. S. Assayer Humbert did not initially expect 
to make coins as such, but simply to place the federal stamp upon ingots of various denomina- 
tion to be issued by the Assay Office. A die (and/or dies) was prepared by Humbert for this 
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purpose prior "to his departure for the west coast* The actual die work was supposedly execu- 
ted by C. C* Wright of New York City, and bore the familiar " — D — C" obverse, which would 
permit its use on any size ingot or bar, the fineness and value in dollars and cents to be 
finally stamped in by hand* From what can be established, the original intent of Assayer Hum- 
bert was to manufacture and issue "coin ingots" in the denominations of 50 , 100 and 200 dollars, 
nl 1 three denominations to be octagonal in shape, the variance being only in the thickness of 
the pieces. The octagonal shape was presumably conceived as a handly- solution for a fixed 
size ingot , which would best accommodate the round die to be used, and yet would not closely 
resemble regular round coinage. A few weeks after the opening of the United States Assay 
Office, two prominent San Francisco newspapers, the San Francisco Price s Current and the 
Daily Alt a ' California, both described the 100 and 200 dollar denomination pieces as bearing 
the same stamp and being of the same size as the 5>0 dollar issues, differing i only in. 
proportionate thickness. The same papers also stated that rectangular ingots of £00 and 1000 

/> 

denomination were contemplated, the Sa n Francisco Prices Current describing them as follows: 
"Those of five hundred and one thousand dollars are in form parallelograms, about five inches 
in length and one and three-quarter inches in breadth, and ranging in thickness- the smaller 
being about three-tenths of an inch and the larger six-tenths." No specimen of any denomina- 

< 9 SOUS' 

tion issued by the United States Assay Office, has been seen by the editor to date, although 
a 100 dollar "coin ingot," double the thickness of the conventional slu^and bearing the 
"100" stamp upon its face, is reliably reported to exist in a New England collection. The 
belief that ingots of higher denomination than 100 dollars should exist, has been strengthened 

ozj e/9& 

by the recent discovery of a 200 dollar ingot of the United States Assay Office of Sold, dated 

n 

18^3, which see. 

The status of the United States Assay Office issues was a matter of considerable impor- 
tance to Californians. Tn the absence of any other form of U. S. coin, they were badly in 
need of a medium which could be received at the Custom House, where both dust and private 

gold coins were refused in payment of import tariffs. According to the San Francisco Prices 

C ft ) 

Current, Feb. llj., I8£l, "By order of the Secretary of the Treasury these ingots and coin 
are to be received for duties and other dues to the United States Government," which is suf- 
ficient evidence of their acceptance as, for all intents and purposes. United States coins. 
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In addition, the Daily Alta California , for Jan. 39,11851, quoted T. Butler King, Collector 
of Customs of the Port of San Francisco, as saying "I am authorized to receive those bars 
and ingots at the Custom House." This same article (cited on p. 21 of Private Gold 

Coinage of California , Part II) referred to the Assay Office issues by Humbert as "coins of 
the United States Government.. . .«. issued by Act of Congress, and bearing the stamp of the 
Government." Nevertheless, they were not in 1851 accepted as legal tender by all Government 
officials owing to a somewhat ambiguous wording of the authorizing act. However, during the 

it if 

COf*J /A'f O 7~S 

latter part of the year, the 50 dollar became virtually the sole circulating medium 

•SO /V/5W V 

in California, as the private issues had been mainly discredited because mast of them were 
worth less than face value. 

The withdrawal of the private issues, which were of the convenient denominations of $5, 

#10 and #20, soon brought .about a serious situation. Regular United States coins were hoarded 

ooo 

for the payment of customs duties, in an all and rtnevea amounts, and people found that the 

f}&oo~r~ 

fifty dollar pieces, being the only gold coins in circulation, were inconvenient because of 
their size and denomination. As early as April lU , 1851, Moffat & Co. petitioned Secretary 
of the Treasury Thomas Corwin, for authority to issue pieces of smaller denomination than 
fifty dollars. Permission from the Treasury Department was not forthcoming, as evidenced 
by refusals to Moffat & Co. from Washington, dated July 9th and August 26, 1851. By Decem- 
ber of that year, the fifty dollar slugs were so unpopular and coins of lesser denomination 
so scarce, that one had to accept a k% discount in order to change the unwieldy octagonal 
pieces. However, on December 9, 1851, the Treasury Department granted permission for the 
United States Assay Office to issue coins below the fifty dollar denomination, and dies 
for both $10 and $20 coins were hastily prepared. Unfortunately, almost immediately after 
granting permission to issue the much needed lower denominations, the Treasury Department 
rescinded their authority to do so, as a bill was introduced into Congress concerning a 
Mint and Assay Office in San Francisco. Accordingly, in January, 1852, the firm of Moffat 
& Co. reluctantly issued some $300,000. in Tens, while Humbert as U. S. Assayer continued 
to issue the fifty dollar slugs in smaller quantity. 

These 30,000 "Eagles" were issued by Moffat & Co. bearing their own name upon the ob- 
verse, and the facsimile upon the reverse, of the same eagle appearing upon the quasi- 


00 

official fifty dollar gold T, coin ingots” bearing the federal stamp. This "emergency” $10 
gold piece of Moffat & Co. appeared about the middle of January, 1852. At about the same 
time, the comparatively new but respected firm of Wass, Molitor & Co. issued $5 and $10 
pieces, likewise in response to the strong demand for something to supplement the Assay 

Office issues. 

A 

Eventual permission to strike coins of $10 and $20 denomination was received at the 
U. vS. Assay Office early in February, 1852. Several weeks earlier, a few days before Christ- 
mas, 1851, Moffat & Co. as such, with Augustus Humbert as U. S. Assayer, reorganized. John 

L. Moffat retired and Joseph R. Curtis, Philo H. Perry, and Samuel H. Ward took over the 

p /vr to tuc 

business, however^retaining the^name 'Moffat & Co.” As soon as authority was granted by 
the Treasury Department to issue "ingots” (i.e. coins) in the $10 and $20 denominations, 
they did so, altering the dies originally prepared late in 1851 and bearing that date. 

puT" c/iect/i-/9r7 0A/. 

The 1851 was changed to 1852, and the "Eagles” and "Double Eagles” quickly 

The ten dollar pieces were presmably' first issued on Feb. 12, 1852, as a notice in the 

Daily Alt a California , for that date, partly read as follows: 

A CARD. - Moffat & Co. take great pleasure in announcing to 
the public that they have received by the mail of yesterday in- 
structions from the Treasury Department authorizing the issue from 
the United States Assay Office of ingots (sic) of the denomination 
of ten and twenty dollars, and that they are prepared to issue the 
same this day. 

According to E. H. Adams, the twenty dollar pieces first appeared on Feb. 28, 1852; (see 
p. 35* Private Gold Coinage of Californi a, Par t II )• 

Although a limited number of ilullgE coins, and a much larger number of kaw-dr.ill ag. 

coins, dated 1852, of the old style ("Augustus Humbert, United States Assayer of Gold, Califor- 
nia"), were issued under the technical proprietorship of Curtis, Perry & Ward, we have in- 

C.C. /9.SOA7-S or <S/*T/*Cr/ 09T70AJ . 

eluded them under the United States Assay Office listing, for obv - r r ma + 
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.STATE OF CALIFORNIA 

OFFICE OF STATE ASSAYER, MELTER AND REFINER OF ODLD 
San Francisco $ branch office, Sacramento City 
(Under Act of the State Legislature, April 20, 18^0) 
FREDERICK D. KOHLER, STATE ASSAYER 


Although California was not formally admitted to the Union, as the thirty- first stats, 
until September 9, 18£0, a state government was created after the adoption of the first 
State Constitution in Nov ember, 181*9. A Governor was elected and inducted into office, a 
Legislature was formed and commenced to enact laws, and senators and congresanen were se- 
lected to serve in Washington, as soon as California was admitted to statehood. Not only 
did California organize a state government prior to being accepted into the Union, but 
she was the only territory or state, at any time, to set up a provisional mint under state 
authority, for the issue and circulation of what amounted to money. This mint was called 

the State Assay Office. It’s product was refined ingots or bars, stamped with the state 

A 

name, and payable to the state for all "State and county dues, taxes, and assessments, at 

the value expressed thereon in dollars and cents." That this establishment was the only 

one of its kind ever operated in the United States, under the authority of a state, is not 

as surprising as is the assumption that the State of California, through the medium of its 

ingot mintage, presumably violated that clause of the United States Constitution restricting 

the minting of money to the central government. This fact alone, places the ingots issued 

. by F. D. Kohler, as 3tate Assayer, in a class by themselves. That these piece s are in realit y 

a state coinage , manuf actured and circulated under state law, afte r the . adopti on i of the 

Federa l Constitution, - ^iyei u them a unique plac e in the Americ an numism atic field. Their im- 

n 

♦ 

portance has long been denied them, by the inclusion of the "Kohler bars" with the issues of 

cp <^<p^ecc > 

the private California coiners, whose issues were made without any kind of authority and in 

r\ 

clear violation of either state or federal law, or both. 

The Assay Office was needed for two very strong reasons. The first of these was the in- 
definite value of gold-dust, a situation in which dealers and brokers prospered and miners 

and laborers lost. Gold-dust had an average intrinsic value of $18 to the ounce, but was 

ft z. t. /rrc.*s~ 

passing current at only $16 to the ounce. In some areas, the miners were paid as $6 and $8 

n 

an ounce for dust, and the Indians even less. In all instances, the hustlers in the gold- 


( 2 ) 

dust business, the ’’operators" of the period, made a minimum of $2 an ounce on dust, often 
more, and considerably more on "quicksilver gold." The second reason why a reputable, .state 
sanctioned and operated Assay Office was needed, was because of the confusion attending the 
circulation of privately made gold coins. These coins made their appearance in the Spring of 
I 8 U 9 . Within a year, many of them fell into disrepute as they were worth considerably less 
than their stamped or marked value. Some of the private mints made their coins and ingots 
of full value, but there were not enough of these to fill the need. In addition, new people 
were entering California continuously, and many of these immigrants were victimized by the 
fraudulent coin before they knew any better. On top of the "rigged" gold-dust market and 
undervalued coin, the picture was further confused by the general use of false scales and/or 
weights, and the circulation of adulterated gold-dust and spurious nuggets. As Edgar H. 

Adams so well put it, "A tremendous trade was carried on in different parts of California, 
and a stable, circulating medium of definite value was urgently required, which led again and 
again to agitation for the establishment of a United States Branch Mint or an Assay Office." 

The creation of a State Assay Office had been suggested as early as July 22, l8h8, six 
months after gold had been discovered at Coloma. A group of citizens addressed a resolution 
to the Military Governor, Col. Richard B. Mason, to appoint a supervised assayer to manufac- 
ture stamped ingots. The suggestion did not appeal to Gov. Mason, probably because it was 
early in the game and the headaches weren’t advanced enough, or more probably, because Mason 

did not want to go beyond his vested authority. 

In early April, 18^0, a meeting of San Francisco business men was held concerning the 
twin problems of using "quicksilver gold” as currency and the of private coin of erratic 
value* A committee appointed at the meeting reported on April $th, that (1) the use of "quick- 
silver gold" as currency was out, because it could be easily adulterated, and (2) that the 
privately made coin be refused for obvious reasons. The positive concensus of opinion was that 
proposals be received for assaying, and that qualified applicants be recommended to the Legis- 
lature for the establishment of what would amount to. a State Assay Office. On April 6, 185>0, 
about four hundred of the leading citizens addressed a petition to the State Legislature, 
asking that the office of State Assayer be created, whose duty it would be to anelt and assay 
gold-dust and issue ingots bearing upon them a state stamp, with the number of carats, weight 
and mint value thereof included, to be used as a substitute for the present forms of gold 


\ 
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currency. On April 18£0, a number of prominent gentlemen petitioned Governor Peter 
Burnett, asking that Frederick D* Kohler be appointed State Assayer, Kohler was in the 
assaying business for himself, and had formerly been associated with politican David C. 
Broderick in the Jewelry business, with the profitable operation of the Pacif ic Company 
(which see) as a quiet side line. 

The bill creating the office of State Assayer became a law on April 20, 1850. E, H, 

Adams, in his Privat e Gold Coinage of California , Par t I, quotes the full text of the law 
on pps, 6 to 9, It is interesting to note that Section h limits the weight of gold-dust or 
bullion received by the State Assayer to "not less than two ounces," and that Section 7 
provided for the manufacture of ingots with the same weight limitations. Section 10 per- 
mitted the State Assayer and the Director of the Assay Office to charge depositors 1% each 
of the value stamped upon the ingots or bars issued, out of which would come their expenses 
and profit. An additional 3/ii of 1% was to be charged for the use of the State Treasury. 
Section 13 gave the stamped ingots of the Assay Office legal tender status within the state, 
and Sections 17 and 18 specified the penalties for tampering with, mutilating or counterfeit- 
ing them. Upon passage of the Act creating the State Assay Office, Governor Burnett appointed 
0, P. Sutton as Director and F. D, Kohler as State Assayer, Ex New Yorker Kohler at once 
abandoned his private assaying business in Clay Street, San Francisco, which was sold to 

TrtiZT 

Baldwin & Cp, An announcement in Daily Alta C aliforni a , May 2h, 1850, indicated that the 

n 

Assay Office was to open on Monday, June 13th, at Kohler’s old address, on the south side 
of Portsmouth Square, in the building already occupied by George C. Baldwin and Thomas S, 
Holman, 

, 'fhef California State Assay Office, was an immediate success, about 5,000 ounces, of gold 

■'» *. P: v' 

being deposited .the opening, day. Successive d^ys showed even more activity. One bf the ‘larger 
individual deposits originally weighed 689i- dwts,, which after smelting was reduced to 682j 
dwts.< This large deposit was processed into a bar wj,th a fineness of 20 *3 A carats, valued' at 
From this, and the lowest denomination Kohler ingot presently known, plus 'other data, 

y t- 

we*£$nclude that the State Assay Office issues of*' record ranged in stamped amount from $36. £5 

to $570. A, with the average bar valued from $lt0 to $150. It ‘can be surmised that numerous 
• » *» - , '/ 

ingots of even amount, mainly of $50 denomination, were issued, obviously because such de- 

. ' f ** f 

nomitaatfons would have had considerable popular appeal. The Philadelphia Mint Assayers, Jacob 

R. Eck.feldt and William E, DuBois, in the third edition of their New Varieties of Gold and 


(h) 

Silve r Coin s, Counterfeit Coins , and Bullion ; with Mint Valu es, New York, 1852, were of the 
opinion that Assayer Kohler made minor errors in computing the value of the ingots he manu- 
factured, but that these were always in favor of the depositor. "We find a slight undervaluing 
in his basis of calculation, and generally an error of assay in the same direction; so that 
on the average his bars are worth at the mint one per cent., perhaps one and a half, more 
than the value stamped upon them.” This variance alone would account for the extreme rarity 
of the Assay Office ingots today, their higher actual va3.ue having driven the great majority 
of them, particularly of high denomination, to the melting pot. The two Mint Assayers at Phila- 
delphia thought that the State Assay Office ingots were initially cast, then finished with the 
use of a hammer. This belief was supported by other contemporary accounts. The issues of the 
Kohler operated establishment were not enormously popular in all quarters, as bankers and 
gold-dust dealers did not like to see their prime source of easy money so neatly compromised. 
However, the newspapers of the day, supported by the responsible business community, endorsed 
the efforts of the Assay Office, and it continuously prospered during its seven and one-half 
months of operation. 

Section 15 of the April 20th law permitted the establishment of branch offices of the 

\ 

Office of State Assayer. Accordingly, a branch office was set up at Sacramento, which opened 
for business on July 1, 1850. This branch office was located on Third Street, near the corner 
of ”J” Street, Sacramento City. John Bigler, later a Governor of California, was appointed 
Director, and Milton S. Latham, afterward a U. S. Senator, was Bigler’s first assistant. The 
law specified that bars and ingots issued at the branch office (s), in addition to the regular 
inscriptions, should bear the name of the city in which the branch was situated. Both of the 
known Sacramento ingots are so inscribed. The Sacramento office evidently did a flourishing 
business also, an article in the Sacrament o Dail y Transcript. August 8, 1850, stating ’’that 
the number of depositors at the Sacramento Assay Office (up to that time) total l6l. ...The 
value of the gold, at $16 per ounce, was $59,028.80$ at $ll*, $51,650.81*, and the actual value 
at the United States Mint, $66,596.81*." 

The Act creating the California State Assay Office was repealed on January 28, 1851, In 

f 

anticipation of the opening of the United State s Assay Office , as a federal provisional mint, 
a few days later. 

State Assayer Kohler allegedly went back into the private assaying business after leaving 


state employ, but we have always been confused by a notice in the Da i ly A lta California of 
July 28, 1853, which connected Kohler with the United States Assa y Office of Gold . This busi- 
ness card read as follows; 

UNITED STATES ASSAY OFFICE. - Frederick D. Kohler, United States 
Assayer. Office at Wass, Molitor & Co., Merchant Street, San Francisco. 

Perhaps Kohler had an interim appointment in the absence of Augustus Humbert, while the 
U. S. Assay Office of Gold was shut down tinmporarily, and the establishment of "Wass, Molitor 
& Co# was pressed into service. It must be remembered that during this time the 1853 twenty 
dollar gold pieces of Moffa t fc Co. made their appearance, manufacture of the United States 
Assay Office of Gold double eagles having ceased on July 22, 1853. Much information is still 
concerning the latter activities of the only California State Assayer, just as much 
is yet to be unearthed concerning the detailed history of the State Assay Office, not to men- 
tion the hidden Kohler ingots as yet undiscovered. 
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